The seamless dynastic succession from founding president Kim Il Sung to his son Kim Jong Il in 1994 and to his son, Kim Jong Un in 2011 belies the fact that North Koreans aged up to about 30 have grown to adulthood in an economically and socially very different world from that of their parents and grandparents. The Kim Il Sungist era is as historically distant to young North Koreans today as the colonial period was to their parents who grew up after the liberation from Japan in 1945.
The focus of the book
The aim of this book is to show how and why social, economic and political change took place in North Korean society since the now wellknown external and internal shocks of the early and mid-1990s.
3 This book is a new venture although I have discussed many of its themes in previous work published in monographs, edited books, scholarly articles, policy reports for international organisations and governments, and media outlets. 4 The book aims to provide an empirically supported analysis of how and why the economy and society of North Korea has been transformed in the post-Cold War era, while the government has hardly changed its political trajectory. This is not therefore a book about North Korea's foreign policy, international relations or historical origins, although I do review these topics in the context of the overall explanation of social, economic and political change. 5 The key questions at the heart of this investigation are 'how and why has the radical dissonance between everyday life and government pronouncements and policy come about and what are the implications for the future of North Korea?'
In this book, I challenge the media mythology that the DPRK is an unknown quantity and aim to shift the debate on from that based on tired and unhelpful stereotyping that characterises so much of the analysis of North Korean politics, economics and society. 6 This includes assumptions that the government controls every action of every human being in North Korea; that North Korean society never changes; that North Korea is nothing more than a monolithic aggregation of persons with identical interests and outlooks; and that the country cannot be studied Introduction www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-0-521-89778-5 -North Korea: Markets and Military Rule Hazel Smith Excerpt More information in the same way as any other country.
7 These clichés are factually misleading. No state or society is ever homogeneous or unchanging and no government, however effective, can control every aspect of its citizens' lives. Where the stereotypes are most misleading, however, is in the myopia about the dramatic social and economic changes that have constituted the fundamental fact of life for every North Korean for the past quarter century. The most basic tenet of social science is that all societies change -even if their governments do not. One conventional assumption about North Korea is that because political philosophy has not changed much since the creation of the state, then North Korea must be a society that does not change or in which social change is insignificant. In North Korea, where people experienced cataclysmic social upheaval during and after the famine of the early 1990s, the assumption of a static society is especially untenable, verging on the fatuous.
North Korea can be compared fairly straightforwardly to other Asian societies, societies in transition from communism to capitalism, and other poor societies. The book shows that the DPRK can be understood through conventional approaches to knowledge, using conventional or 'positivist' notions of social science that seek to assess factual data through a logical evaluation process. 8 The further premise is that North Korea can be understood best through situating the contemporary social and political environment in a historical and cultural context. This historical framing is crucial in explaining the commonalities with South Korea as well as the major differences between the two countries.
In policy terms, this work is underpinned by an old-fashioned liberal trope: better analysis may produce better policy.
North Koreans as agents of change
In this book, I show how and why the society and economics of North Korea changed from a command economy to one that is marketised and in which the population became more and more disassociated from their government. I demonstrate how the political system became delegitimised as the government continually failed to deliver on its promises and as the people of North Korea became aware of the fact that they were poor and their neighbours prosperous. I also show how the government was unable to accommodate the socio-economic transformation that took place in North Korea 'from below' and how it failed to provide credible, effective and sustainable policies to provide secure futures for the population. North Korea is not a democratic state but, like all societies, is made up of different social and political groups with different interests, values, histories and opportunities. I explain and show the heterogeneity of experience of North Koreans as defined by social class, occupation, geographical provenance, gender and age.
This book unpacks the caricatures that have become the conventional 'wisdom' about North Korea, including that of all North Koreans as helpless targets of an all-powerful, omniscient government. From this perspective North Koreans are only either villains or victims. An aim of the book is to introduce North Koreans as the complicated subjects of history that they are. The ethical and political focus is on the potential of North Korean people to make their own history, separately from those in charge. North Koreans, in other words, are the agents of change in North Korea.
The data
The book draws on my twenty-five years of research on North Korea that is in turn very largely based on data from publicly accessible sources, including reports from governments, international organisations and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). I have been aided by the perhaps surprising propensity of the North Korean government to translate and publish huge amounts of books, reports and newspaper articles into English. I obtained these in the DPRK over the years but these days some specialist importers are marketing this material on websites and at Korean studies conferences. The total control of publishing by the government implies that all of these publications convey an official line of some sort and therefore this data has helped to provide representative data about government perspectives on various aspects of history, culture, politics, society and economics over time.
Thousands of reports on different aspects of North Korean society have been published and circulated by international organisations, as well as various governments and NGOs that have worked in the DPRK since the start of the on-going food and economic crisis in the 1990s. Introduction Valuable reporting comes from the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP), the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World Health Organisation (WHO), the European Union (EU), the International Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC), the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) and Caritas Internationalis, among others. These data resources are surprisingly under-used, even by the organisations themselves. The UNDP, for instance, categorises the DPRK as one of the few states for which there is insufficient reliable data to offer any but the most basic global comparisons of socio-economic development.
10 At the same time, since 1995, the UNDP has acted as the coordinator of a huge volume of research undertaken by the United Nations in North Korea, some of which it has published itself and some of which it has disseminated, including very detailed evaluations of the nutrition, food and agriculture sectors. South Korean analysis and data provide another key resource. South Korean analysts and scholars have been, however, periodically constrained by domestic politics and law, which prohibited, by criminal sanctions, any form of activity that could be inferred as sympathetic to the North. The North-South rapprochement of the 2000s eased these constraints but from the late 2000s, the renewed confrontational environment on the Korean peninsula served to inhibit, partly through selfcensorship, an efflorescence of research on North Korea.
I have been informed in the writing of this book by many hundreds of conversations with North Koreans in and out of North Korea. I have visited the DPRK regularly since 1990 and lived and worked there for nearly two years between 1998 and 2001. I cannot cite these sources because I do not have their authorisation to use these conversations as material for this book and to a great extent my observations are just that; my observations. In social science that doesn't count as verified data. I have not, however, refrained from using some of this background data in my analysis if I could not provide an alternative source and if I thought the information was important to the reader. I have tried to minimise these interventions as I am conscious that this could make me guilty of the failings I criticise in other work on the DPRK. To as great an extent as I can, however, I have tried to guard against bias and to ensure that no large generalisations are drawn from isolated or unsubstantiated data.
The book does not rely on unsourced leaks from intelligence agencies, defectors and foreign visitors although it does occasionally refer to these sources. Intelligence agencies clearly have multiple agendas, not all of which include transparent and objective analysis. I do not develop an analysis based on defector information even though defector accounts help us understand aspects of North Korean society about which outside observers have next to no first-hand experience. Defector accounts, for example, provide the major source of information on the penal system, which North Korean governments closed to external scrutiny.
of their own and these are often, perhaps surprisingly, absent of crude partisanship and can provide valuable empirical insights into daily life in Pyongyang. 16 
A roadmap through the book
This book is written for a broad audience. It is not theory-laden nor does it presume any knowledge about North Korea or social science concepts. For the scholar or student, however, the book is fairly extensively footnoted. The historical chapters provide familiar material for a reader who is a historian of Korea but they are necessary for my explanation of contemporary politics given the historically laden conceptions of national identity that shape contemporary North Korean politics. They also provide information for the reader whose main interest is to understand more recent North Korean history but who may be unfamiliar with the historical context.
Chapter 1 shows that 'common knowledge' assumptions need to be examined critically as they provide a distorted and misleading picture of North Korea and North Koreans in the twenty-first century. Chapter 2 shows how historically referenced understandings of ethnic and national identity, including ideas that Korean people share a common past, a common culture and a common nation, are naturalised by citizens of North Korea and South Korea. These politically powerful conceptions are shared by leaders of the two Koreas, even as they disagree as to how to reach a common future and a re-unified state. This chapter also introduces the political, economic and social distinctiveness of the northern part of the peninsula, even prior to the partition of Korea in 1945. North Korean historiography often downplays northern distinctiveness in order to stress the official line of the homogeneity of the Korean people although, at the same time, claims are often made about a supposed historically based northern superiority over South Korea.
The next six chapters evaluate the rise and fall of Kim Il Sungism as an integrated system of authoritarian politics whose ambition was Introduction
